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overseers can provide the money, the attorney wants a job, the justice looks
forward to the penalties, and the *gemmen of the westry' like authority, an
act of Parliament is accordingly obtained, and being an admirable compound
of ignorance and knavery, cannot fail of proving exceedingly beneficial to the
community-----19
But the fact remains that they brought about a vast improvement.
Under the old system on which this network of local Acts had super-
vened, administration still depended chiefly on two types of officer,
holding respectively what were known as offices of profit and offices of
burden. The former held office for life, usually by purchase, and re-
couped themselves by fees, fines and perquisites. Such offices were
regarded as freehold property which could be sold or mortgaged, their
functions were often performed by ill-paid deputies and were for the
most part limited to routine duties. The worst consequences of the
system were seen in the keepers of prisons and the officers employed by
sheriffs and bailiffs. The other type was the unpaid private citizen acting
under compulsion for a year as (for instance) the constable, overseer,
scavenger, surveyor of the highways or member of an annoyance jury.
His object as a rule was either to escape service by paying a fine for
exemption or hiring a deputy, or else to turn his office of burden into an
office of profit - at least to compensate himself by unlimited feasting at
the parish expense. Under local acts a new type of officer appeared in
increasing numbers, paid by a salary, liable to dismissal, and strictly
forbidden to have any share in parish contracts.20
Colquhoun himself pays a tribute to the results of this chaotic sys-
tem - "it is only a matter of wonder that the protection afforded is what
it really is', and adds in a footnote,
... this proves how highly meritorious the conduct of the managers and
trustees of this branch of the police of the metropolis must in many instances
be. There can indeed be no manner of doubt that great advantages arise from
dividing the labour where all the benefits of local knowledge enter into the
system,18
Under these and other civilizing influences London changed its
character. In the eighties it was not the London of Fielding and
Hogarth, its dirt and insecurity were no longer worthy of a medieval
town, it was less picturesque, but the foreigner could no longer as in